In Job 1:20, Job performs four actions: 1) he rends his garment; 2) he shears his head; 3) he falls to the ground; and 4) he prostrates himself. The third of these can be read either (with the first two) as an act of mourning or (with the last) as an act of worship. I suggest that this is a deliberate literary choice: the poetic technique of Janus parallelism. Since Janus parallelism has already been demonstrated to be both frequent in the book of Job and significant for its meaning, this unexpected Janus parallelism in the prose portion of the book confirms that those chapters are not an early survival but a creation of the author of the book as a whole. The third of these can be read either (with the first two) as an act of mourning or (with the last) as an act of worship. I suggest that this is a deliberate literary choice: the poetic technique of Janus parallelism. Since Janus parallelism has already been demonstrated to be both frequent in the book of Job and significant for its meaning, this unexpected Janus parallelism in the prose portion of the book confirms that those chapters are not an early survival but a creation of the author of the book as a whole.
literally from a seated position 1 or using the idiom for initiating action is not clarified) and then does four things: 1) he rends his garment;
2) he shears his head;
3) he falls to the ground; and 4) he prostrates himself.
The Masoretic punctuation suggests, and most commentators agree, that these four actions fall into two groups. The first two are recognized as demonstrative of mourning, while the second combine to form an act of worship. (Indeed, the final verb in the sentence is generally translated directly as "he worshiped.") The expression "he fell on his face" presents so little difficulty for understanding that commentators commonly ignore both the phrase and the action entirely. 2 Those who remark on it do so to point where, following the reports of a series of tragedies that had befallen Job (1:15, 16, 19) one is told that Job fell. Only at the last moment, at the end of the sentence, do we learn that Job had fallen to the ground simply to worship. 11 As Seow explains, we first assume that Job's falling to the ground is an act of mourning, but when we read on we realize it is an act of prayer. This reader response is of course created by the writer's literary technique, and in this case the literary technique has a name, coined for it by Cyrus Gordon: Janus parallelism. 12 In this technique, a word or expression has one meaning when one reads up to it, but what follows encourages or forces the reader to go back and give a second, different meaning to the same word or phrase. In Job 1:20, one might well (as Seow points out) read "he fell to the ground" as a third demonstration of his grief. 13 But the subsequent physical act and verbal expression of worship suggest that "he fell to the ground" was, instead, the beginning of Job's acceptance of what had happened.
Scott Noegel devoted an entire monograph to the subject of Janus parallelism in the book of Job, adding a full 49 occurrences of the technique to two that had been identified earlier by other scholars. 14 Yet he did not mention this one; the first he notes And that is what makes this occurrence significant. It has long been a question whether the first two chapters of Job (the "prologue") were simply an ancient tale prefixed by a later author to the elaborate poem that follows them. The skill and complexity that this poem demonstrates are so different from the folktale-like qualities of the prologue that Nahum Sarna wrote an article proposing that Job 1-2 "is directly derived from an ancient Epic of Job." 16 In a recent survey, Katherine Dell notes that a "sharp stylistic division" between prose and poetry "indicates that the sections known as Prologue and Epilogue (1-2; 42.7-17) may have had an earlier existence as a separate folk tale…" 17 A Janus parallelism in the prose tale blurs this sharp division.
Noegel's study of Janus parallelisms in Job was not merely an accumulation. He found such a remarkable number of them that he concluded, "Indeed, it is so commonplace in Job that it is difficult not to see the device as fundamental to the book's message" (131). Others have subsequently pointed out that poetry in general is essential to the meaning of the book. 18 Approaching the book from a strictly linguistic perspective, Avi Hurvitz has demonstrated that the prologue has numerous instances of Late Biblical Hebrew usage, 19 making it plausible and even likely that the author of the poem was also the author of the prologue. Now, the identification in the prose prologue of an example of Janus parallelism-ordinarily viewed as a poetic technique, and indeed one "fundamental" to the poetry of Job itself-further strengthens the conclusion that the poet of Job was also the author of the carefully crafted folk tale that precedes his great poem. 20 of Job while Clines (246) views the prologue as only "falsely" naïve, both see the shift from ch. 2 to ch. 3 as, in Clines' words, "a momentous disjunction." Sarna (op. cit.) finds the prose of Job to be "saturated with poeticisms," but this too indicates not a link with the poetry that follows but a much earlier poetic source of a different kind.
